LANGUAGE LEARNING SYSTEM 

Cross Reference to Related Applications 
This application claims priority under 35 U.S.C. § 119(e) to U.S. Provisional 
Patent Application No. 60/210,818 entitled "Language Learning Device and System," 
5 filed June 9, 2000, the disclosure of which is herein incorporated by reference. 

Technical Field 

The present invention generally relates to systems for learning languages, and more 
;| particularly to such systems that utilize characters and character names to teach a user the 
□ pronunciation of the language. 

Kp 1 Background 
q Learning to speak and read a language is challenging both for children and adults 

111 alike. Young children learning their native language for the first time often encounter 
|«J difficulty mastering the pronunciation of certain letters. In addition, many young children 
have difficultly combining the letters to pronounce entire words and phrases. Slow language 
15 development can have detrimental effects on a child's social development and academic 
performance. 

For older children and adults, learning a second language also presents challenges. 
The sounds of individual letters in the second language may be strange or foreign to the 
learner, making the them difficult to pronounce. In addition, even if the learner is able to 
20 pronounce individual letters, the learner may have difficulty remembering the 
pronunciations and combining them to pronounce an entire word. The learner may 
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eventually become frustrated by slow progress, and give up study of the second language. 

Therefore, it would be desirable to provide a language learning system to assist the 
user in associating letters with corresponding pronunciations in a manner that is both 
enjoyable and effective in teaching the language. 
5 Summary of the Invention 

A language learning system is provided. The language learning system may take 
, ri several forms. For example, according to one aspect of the invention, the language learning 
;p system may include a set of fictional characters, each character being associated with a 
O predetermined phoneme of a language, such as English. The character typically has a given 
l(jrr name including the phoneme. The system may further include a learning device configured 
□ to display at least one of the characters along with an associated letter corresponding to the 
:j( Phoneme. The device may be a wheel, block, vessel, card, doll, disk, cone, computer, or 
l2 other suitable device. 

According to another aspect of the invention, the language learning system may 
15 include a body and a plurality of phoneme selectors coupled to the body. Each phoneme 
selector typically includes a letter, character, and pronunciation symbol for each of a 
plurality of phonemes. Each of the characters typically has a name that includes the 
phoneme. The system also typically includes a target window positioned in the body. The 
target window is configured to display a target. The plurality of selectors are configured to 
20 be adjustable by a user to spell a word associated with the target. The selectors may be 
wheel-shaped. The body may be trolley-shaped. 
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The language learning system may also include (a) at least one character having at 
least one letter disposed thereon, and (b) the character having a name starting with the letter 
on the character. Typically the character is positioned on the surface of an object selected 
from the group consisting of a wheel, block, vessel, card, doll, object of revolution, such as 
5 a cone and computerized device. 

According to another aspect of the invention, a language learning system is provided 
which includes (a) at least one substrate, (b) at least one character disposed on said 
11 substrate and having a name which begins with at least one letter of an alphabet of a 
;jj language, and (c) at least one pronunciation symbol of the language disposed on said 
1 QJj substrate which corresponds to the pronunciation of the at least one letter of the alphabet of 
^ the language which begins said name of said character. 

According to another aspect of the invention, a language learning system is provided, 
□ which includes (a) at least one substrate, (b) at least one character disposed on said substrate 
and having a name formed of one or more letters of an alphabet of a language, (c) at least 
1 5 one letter of the alphabet of the language disposed on said substrate and being the same as 
one or more of the letters of the alphabet of the language forming said name of said 
character, and (d) at least one pronunciation symbol of the language disposed on said 
substrate which corresponds to the pronunciation of said at least one letter of the alphabet of 
the language of said system. 

20 According to another aspect of the invention, a language learning system is provided, 

which includes a body and a set of fictional characters. Each character is associated with a 
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predetermined phoneme of a language, and has a given name including the phoneme. The 
system further includes a phoneme selector coupled to the body. The phoneme selector 
includes the set of characters, each character being positioned in a character region along 
with an associated pronunciation symbol and letter. The system further includes a selection 

5 pane positioned in the body. The selection pane is configured to show a selected letter of the 
phoneme selector. The system further includes a target window positioned in the body. The 
target window is configured to display a target. The plurality of selectors are configured to 

;* j be adjustable by the user by a user to spell a name of the target using selected letters in the 

]=5 selection panes. 

1031 Brief Description of the Drawings 

' a Fig. 1 is a front view of a language learning system according to one embodiment of 

111 the present invention, including a learning device formed in the shape of a trolley, 
j Fig. 2 is an isometric view of a computerized learning device for use with a language 

learning system according to another embodiment of the present invention. 
15 Fig 3 is a front view of one embodiment of a wheel for use in the language learning 

system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols associated with a 
first set of 14 phonemes. 

Fig. 4 is a front view of another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 
learning system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols 
20 associated with a second set of 12 phonemes. 

Fig. 5 is a front view of yet another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 
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learning system of Fig. 1, including letters or letter combinations, characters, and 
pronunciation symbols associated with the 26 phonemes featured in the wheels of Figs. 3 
and 4. 

Fig. 6 is a front view of yet another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 
5 learning system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols 
associated with a third set of 16 phonemes. 

Fig. 7 is a front view of yet another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 
,g learning system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols 
i jj associated with a fourth set of 12 phonemes. 
1QJJ Fig. 8 is a front view of yet another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 

^ learning system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols 

associated with a fifth set of 14 phonemes. 
□ Fig. 9 is a front view of yet another embodiment of a wheel for use in the language 

learning system of Fig. 1, including letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols 
1 5 associated with a sixth set of 14 phonemes. 

Fig. 10 is a perspective view of a learning device for use with a language learning 
system according to another embodiment of the present invention, the learning device 
including a block having a character and a letter positioned thereon. 

Fig. 1 1 is a perspective view of the block shown in Fig. 10 rotated 90 degrees. 
10 Fig. 12 is a layout view of the block shown in Fig. 10 and 11, showing two of the 

same characters and two of the same letters on the block. 
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Fig. 13 is a side view of a learning device for use with a language learning system 
according to another embodiment of the present invention, the learning device including a 
vessel having a character and a letter positioned thereon. 

Fig. 14 is a side view of the vessel shown in Fig. 13 rotated 180 degrees. 
5 Fig. 15 is a front view of a language learning system according to another 

embodiment of the present invention including a learning device in the form of a plurality of 
cards, the cards being shown in an arrangement spelling a character's name. 
:?j Figs. 16 is a front view of a language learning system according to another 

□ embodiment of the present invention including a learning device in the form of a plurality of 
1 0)1 dolls resembling characters, the dolls shown being those characters featured on the wheel of 
Q Fig. 3. 

Hi Figs. 17 is a front view of additional dolls of the system of Fig. 16, the dolls 

p resembling the characters found on the wheel of Fig. 4. 

Fig. 18 is a perspective view of a language learning system according to another 
1 5 embodiment of the present invention, including stackable blocks and wheels. 

Fig. 19 is a perspective view of another embodiment of a block according to the 
present invention. 

Fig. 20 is a perspective view of another embodiment of a card according to the 
present invention. 

10 Fig. 21 is an exploded perspective view of a language learning system according to 

another embodiment of the present invention, in the form of a disk. 
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Fig. 22 is a perspective view of the disk of Fig. 21 5 in an assembled orientation. 

Fig. 23 is a top view of a language learning system according to another embodiment 
of the present invention, having slidable disks positioned in tracks. 

Fig. 24 is an exploded perspective view of a language learning system according to 
another embodiment of the invention, in the form of a cone. 

Fig. 25 is an assembled view of the cone-shaped language learning system of Fig. 24. 

Fig. 26 is an isometric view of a language learning system according to another 
embodiment of the invention, including a board and one or more of the cone shaped devices 
ofFigs.24and25. 

Fig. 27 is a perspective view of a language learning according to another 
embodiment of the present invention, including stackable cones similar to the cones of Fig. 
24, stacked to spell the word KING. 

Fig. 28 is a perspective view showing the stackable cone language learning system of 
Fig. 27 in another orientation spelling the word NINE. 

Fig. 29 is a perspective view showing the stackable cone language learning system of 
Fig. 27 in another orientation spelling the word PLANT. 

Fig. 30 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
Wheel 1, shown in Fig. 3. 

Fig. 3 1 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
Wheel 2, shown in Fig. 4. 

Fig. 32 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
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Wheel 3, shown in Fig. 6. 

Fig. 33 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
Wheel 4, shown in Fig. 7. 

Fig. 34 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
Wheel 5, shown in Fig. 8. 

Fig. 35 is a table listing the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols for 
Wheel 6, shown in Fig. 9. 

Fig. 36 is a list of exemplary words that can be spelled using Wheel 1, shown in Fig. 

3. 

Fig. 37 is a list of exemplary words that can be spelled using Wheel 2, shown in Fig. 

4. 

Fig. 38 is an alternative embodiment of Wheel 1, with capital letters instead of 
pronunciation symbols. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 
Referring initially to Fig. 1, a language learning system according to one 
embodiment of the present invention is shown generally at 10. Language learning system 10 
includes a set 11 of fictional characters 42, shown in Figs. 16-17, and an associated 
learning device 12. Each of the characters 42 is associated with a predetermined phoneme of 
a language, and has a given name 48, which includes the phoneme. By learning the 
character's name 48, a user may become familiar with a correct pronunciation of the 
associated letter. Learning device 12 is configured to display each of the characters, as well 
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as a pronunciation symbol and letter associated with each character. Users may practice 
spelling and sounding out words using learning device 12, to eventually gain mastery of the 
language. 

Typically, learning device 12 includes a body 13 in a trolley-shaped form, as shown 
5 in Fig. 1. Alternatively, the learning device may be formed in the shape of a block, vessel, 

card, doll, computer device, wheel, or object of revolution such as a cone, as described 

below. A plurality of wheel-shaped selectors 14 are typically coupled to body 13 by 
% fasteners 15, which are typically rivets or pins. Typically, the fasteners 15 are removable 
jij such that the selectors can be removed and reattached. Alternatively, the selectors may be 
lif f slid in and out of the body. Body 13 includes a target window 16 in which a target 18 icon 

or word is presented to a user. The target may be printed on a sheet of material that slides 
Ml under target window 16, such as a removable insert or rolling sheet of paper. The user 
)ii responds by attempting to spell the name of the target 18 by arranging wheel-shaped 

selectors 14 such that the appropriate letters appear in selection panes 20. In the illustrated 
15 embodiment, target 18 is a plant, and P-L-A-N-T is spelled out in selection panes 20. 

Learning device 12 may also include auxiliary windows 22 configured to display other 

information such as elapsed time, hints, cumulative score, a next and a previous target, etc., 

to the user. 

Typically, learning device 12 includes five wheel-shaped selectors 14, as shown. 
20 Alternatively, learning device 12 may include one, two, or a greater number of wheel- 
shaped selectors 14. Selectors 14 are typically arranged in a horizontal row, such that the 
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letters that are visible through selector panes 20 line up horizontally. Alternatively, selectors 
14 and associated selector panes 20 may be arranged vertically, diagonally, or in a curved 
orientation. The selector panes 20 may also be fixedly or adjustably sized to show only the 
letters 46, characters 42 and/or pronunciation symbols 40. The wheel-shaped selectors 14 

5 shown in Fig. 1 are typically selectors 14a, illustrated in detail in Fig. 3, described below. 
Alternatively, any of the selectors 14b-14g shown in Figs. 4-9 may be used as one or more 
of selectors 14 on system 10. In addition, it will be appreciated that while selectors 14 are 

;*{ typically wheel-shaped, other suitable shapes of selectors may also be employed such as a 

□ cone or cylinder. 

l(Jj Typically, learning device 12 is constructed of substrates made of thin laminated 

p paper material, which is inexpensive to manufacture in large quantities. Alternatively, 
111 learning device 12 may be constructed of plastic or metal materials. While learning device 
|=j 12 is shown in Fig. 1 in the shape of a trolley for exemplary purposes, it will be appreciated 
that virtually any other suitable shape may be employed. 
15 In Fig. 2, a computerized learning device according to another embodiment of the 

present invention is shown generally at 24. Computerized learning device 24 typically 
includes a user input device 26 such as a keyboard, display 28, speaker 30, and a 
microphone. Display 28, user input device 26, and speaker 30 are linked via a bus and 
suitable interfaces to hardware such as a central processing unit (CPU) and associated 
20 memory. The memory and CPU are configured to execute software necessary for displaying 
a language learning interface similar in appearance to the trolley of Fig. 1. The software is 
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also typically configured to pronounce a selected letter, phoneme, or word appearing on 
display 28 and/or to display a picture representing the word. 

It will be appreciated that while computerized learning device 24 typically displays a 
trolley such as shown in Fig. 1, many variations are also possible. For example, only a 
5 relevant portion of each of selectors 14 may be displayed, rather than displaying the selector 
in its entirety. In addition, the software also may be configured to drill a user by sequentially 
displaying the characters, pictures, letters, and pronunciation symbols discussed below, 
f j and/or by pronouncing phonemes associated with these symbols via speaker 30. In addition, 
!ij computerized learning device 24 may include software configured to display visual 
1(J| representations of the various other embodiments of the present invention, including the 
^ blocks 50, vessels 54, cards 60, dolls 64, cones **, and wheels ** described below. The 
j J software may also be configured with voice recognition capability, such that the device may 
□ "listen" to the user pronounce a word or phoneme, and give appropriate feed back to the 
user regarding correct pronunciation. 
15 The system 24 may be configured to speak a target word to a user, in response to 

which the user may attempt to form the word using graphically represented phoneme 
selectors 14. In addition, the computerized learning device may include a digital timer 
configured to time the user forming the word. It will be appreciated that system 24 may be 
configured to communicate with a remote server via a computer network such as the 
10 Internet, and words, characters, or other information may be downloaded from a central 
server for display on computerized language learning system 24. 
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In Figs. 3-9 various embodiments of wheel-shaped selectors according to the present 
invention are shown. Wheels 1-2 in Figs. 3-4 collectively contain all 26 letters of the 
English alphabet, while the wheel of Fig. 5 is a combination of the wheels 1 and 2 and 
includes all 26 letters of the English alphabet, although it will be understood that "u" 
appears on Wheel 1, and in the combination "qu" on Wheel 2. It will be appreciated that for 
each letter of the English language, a plurality of pronunciations exist, such as the long and 
short sounds for each vowel, etc. Wheels 1-2 contain a single pronunciation for each letter 
of the English alphabet. Wheels 3-6 in Figs 6-9 contain various additional pronunciations 
for the many letters depicted thereon. The sets of phonemes on the wheels are designed to 
be studied progressively by the user. Thus, a student who has mastered Wheel 1 will be able 
to pronounce any word containing the phonemes of Wheel 1, and a student who has 
mastered Wheels 1-4 will be able to pronounce any word containing the phonemes of 
Wheels 1-4. Figs. 30-35 list the letters, character names, and pronunciation symbols on 
each of Wheels 1-6, respectively. Figs. 36-37 show exemplary words that can be spelled 
using the letters of and associated phonemes of Wheel 1 and 2, respectively. 

Turning now to Fig. 3, a wheel-shaped selector referred to as Wheel 1 is shown 
generally at 14a. Wheel 1 typically includes plurality of radially extending character regions 
36 and one or more blank regions 38. Alternatively, blank region 38 may not be included. 
Character regions 36 typically include concentric circular or ring-shaped sectors 36a, 36b, 
and 36c, respectively containing a pronunciation symbol 40, a character 42 featuring a letter 
or letter combination 44 positioned therein, and a letter or letter combination 46, all 
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associated with a predetermined phoneme of a language. Letter or letter combinations 44 
and 46 may be hereinafter referred to as letter(s) 44, 46. Letter(s) 44, 46 may be a single 
letter, such as "a" or "b", or may be multiple letters, such as "qu." 

It will be appreciated that the positions of the letter(s) 46 and pronunciation symbols 
40 may be flipped, such that the letter(s) 46 are positioned in ring-shaped sector 36a, and 
pronunciation symbols 40 are positioned in ring-shaped sector 36c. Various other 
arrangements of the letter(s) 46, characters 42, and pronunciation symbols 40 are possible. It 
will also be appreciated that while lower case letters are shown, upper case letters, or a 
combination of upper and lower case letters may also be used. Typically, the language 
taught by language learning system 10 is English, although other languages may also be 
taught using the present invention. 

As used herein, the term "character" refers to a creature or figure, often but not 
necessarily drawn in cartoon-style, which has a given name. Each character typically has an 
associated name 48, as shown in Figs. 16 and 17. For the wheels 14a- 14b shown in Figs. 3- 
5, the name 48 of each character begins with the associated letter(s) 46. Alternatively, the 
name 48 of each character 42 may include the letter(s) 46 at another location within the 
name, such as in the middle of the name or at the end of the name, as is the case with certain 
characters in the wheel-shaped selectors shown in Figs. 6-9, described below. 

Set 1 1 of characters 42, and associated letter(s) 46 and pronunciation symbols 40, is 
typically divided into six predetermined subsets, corresponding to Wheels 1-6. Wheel 1 
contains the first predetermined set of letters, characters, pronunciation symbols, and 
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associated phonemes of the language. The six subsets progressively become more difficult. 
Thus, the user of system 10 typically learns the names of the first predetermined subset of 
characters before moving on to more advanced subsets of set 1 1. 

Turning now to Fig. 4, a wheel-shaped selector referred to as Wheel 2 is shown 
generally at 14b. Wheel 2 includes a second predetermined subset of pronunciation symbols 
40, characters 42, and letter(s) 46 associated with particular phonemes. Fig. 5 illustrates a 
wheel shaped selector 14c having all 26 letters of the English alphabet printed thereon, and 
includes all of the characters and pronunciation symbols from Wheels 1 and 2. The names 
\ll 48 of the characters 42 featured on selectors 14a-14c are illustrated in Figs. 16 and 17, and 
1055 listed in Figs. 30-31. 

Figs. 6-9 show additional embodiments of wheel-shaped selectors generally 
indicated at 14d-14g, and referred to as Wheels 3-6. A third through sixth predetermined 
□ subset of pronunciation symbols, characters, and letters appear on Wheels 3-6, respectively. 
Where a single letter appears multiple times on a wheel or within Set 11, as does "a" in 
Wheel 3, the letters may be differently colored to further distinguish the pronunciation of 
the letters. The third through sixth subsets of pronunciation symbols, characters, and letters 
on Wheels 3-6 are listed in Figs. 32-35. It will also be understood that Wheels 1-6 
collectively formed a language learning system, and may be used independently from Body 
12. 

In Figs. 10-11, another embodiment of a learning device according to the present 
invention is shown generally at 50. Learning device 50 typically is formed in the shape of a 
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block 50. Blocks 50 are typically provided in a set, each block of the set having one of 
characters 42 printed thereon. The set of blocks may be divided into subsets corresponding 
to the predetermined sets of characters found on each of Wheels 1-6. Collectively, the set of 
blocks forms a language learning system. 

Block 50 typically includes a plurality of sides 52 formed at right angles to each 
other. Alternatively, another shape of block with another predetermined number and 
orientation of sides may be used. A character 42 and letters) 46 are typically positioned on 
jj adjacent sides 52a and 52b of block 50. Fig. 1 1 illustrates block 50 rotated 90 degrees from 
111 the orientation shown in Fig. 10, thereby revealing that character 42 also appears on side 
l&j 52c, opposite side 52a. Fig. 12 shows sides 52 of block 50 unfolded. Character 42 appears 
, on sides 52a, 52c, and letter 46 appears on sides 52b, 52d. 

|5| Alternatively, it will be appreciated that character 42 and letter(s) 46, and/or 

□ pronunciation symbol 40 may appear on a different combination of sides of block 50. In 
addition, the character 42, letters) 46, and/or pronunciation symbol 40 may appear on the 
1 5 same side of block 50. The blocks are typically used by children as a combination toy and 
memory reinforcement tool. As children play with the blocks, they gradually become 
familiar with the characters printed thereon and the pronunciation of the letter associated 
with the character. To spell a word, a child may line up a series of blocks in a row. The child 
may sound out the word, making reference to the characters printed adjacent the letters. The 
20 blocks may also be attachable and stackable, as described below. 

Fig. 19 shows another embodiment of a block 50a according to the present invention, 



15 



having a plurality of characters depicted thereon, including a first character 42a (named 
"ant") and a second character 42b (named "ball"), representing different pronunciations of a 
single letter. Typically the characters are arranged on separate side faces, adjacent a 
corresponding letter on a top and/or bottom face of the block 50a. It will be understood that 
a cover may be provided to hid one or more surfaces of block 50a, such that the user cannot 
see letter 46, character 42a, and/or ball 42b. This is useful as a memorization aid, to test the 
user's recall. 

In Figs. 13-14, a learning device according to another embodiment of the present 
invention is shown generally at 54, in the form of an inverted vessel 54. Like blocks 50, 
vessels 54 typically are provided in sets, such that each vessel in the set contains a unique 
character 42 of the set of characters 11. Collectively, the set of vessels and associated 
characters form a language learning system. 

Vessel 54 may be a cup, bowl, waste receptacle, or virtually any other form of 
suitable vessel Although Vessel 54 is shown inverted, it may be positioned in other 
orientations. The vessel includes an outer surface 56 having oppositely facing surface 
regions 56a, 56b, each with a corresponding letter 46 and character 44 disposed thereon. 
The depicted embodiment is an inverted waste receptacle, which, because of its large size 
and easy visibility, may be used to teach the character names and letter pronunciations to a 
large group of individuals. Like the blocks 50 described above, vessels 54 are also typically 
arranged in six predetermined sets, corresponding to the sets of phonemes found on Wheels 
1-6. 
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Fig. 15 illustrates a language learning system according to another embodiment of 
the invention, formed in the shape of a set 58 of cards 60. Each of cards 60 typically 
includes letter(s) 46 and a character 42 having a letter 44 from the character name 48 
depicted thereon. Set 58 typically includes the characters and letters found on Wheel 1, 
described above. Additional sets of cards 60 may also be provided which feature the 
characters and letters found on Wheels 2-6 described above. The cards may be positioned in 
a row to form a word, such as the character name 48 "ELF/' as shown. One card may 
contain all of the characters in a subset and be used as a "wild card." "Wild" blocks, vessels ? 
and dolls featuring multiple characters may also be provided. 

Cards 60 typically include letter(s) 46 positioned in two corners of the card, and 
character 42 positioned in the center of the card. Alternatively, the character may be 
positioned in the corners of the card, and the letter(s) in the center of the card. Fig. 20 shows 
another embodiment of a card 60a. Card 60a is divided into a plurality of character regions 
61, each containing a unique character representing a different pronunciation of a letter 46. 
These letters may be differently colored to further distinguish the pronunciation of the 
letters. Card 60 and/or 60a also may include pronunciation symbols associated with each of 
the characters. Card 60a, like block 50a is used to teach various pronunciations of a single 
letter to the language learner. In addition, it will also be appreciated that a single card may 
contain different letters 46 that have the same associated pronunciation symbol 40, such that 
a plurality of different letters are included on a single card, each of the letters having the 
same pronunciation. The various cards 60 in a set also may be numbered sequentially for 
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easy reference. While the cards are shown with lowercase letters, it will be appreciated that 
uppercase letters may also be used. Pronunciation symbols 40 may also be included on the 
cards. 

Figs. 16 and 17 show a learning device according to another embodiment of the 
present invention, in the form of a set of character dolls 64 resembling characters 42. The 
set of dolls 64 is divided into a first subset 62, corresponding to the characters found on 
Wheel 1, and a second subset 66, corresponding to the characters found on Wheel 2. 
Collectively, the dolls form another embodiment of a language learning system according to 
the present invention. 

The name 48 of each of characters 42 of Wheels 1 and 2 typically begins with the 
letter(s) 44 positioned on the body of the doll 64. As explained above, the characters 42 of 
Wheels 3-6 include corresponding letter(s) 46 somewhere in each character's name 48, but 
name 48 may not begin with the letter(s) 46. 

It will be appreciated that the various depicted embodiments of the present invention 
include letters 46, characters 42, and/or pronunciation symbols 40 positioned on a surface of 
an underlying substrate. In learning device 12 (including selectors 14a-14g), the surface is 
typically a laminated paper surface. Alternatively, it will be appreciated that a surface of 
another material, such as plastic, may be used. In learning device 24, the surface is typically 
a computer display 28, such as an flat panel or CRT display. In learning device 50, the 
surface is typically a laminated paper or plastic sheet. Alternatively, learning device 50 may 
be made of wood, metal, or solid plastic. In learning device 54, the surface is typically 
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plastic, although metal or other suitable material may also be used. For learning device 60, 
the surface is typically a paper or cardboard surface, although plastic may also be used. The 
substrate of learning devices 12, 50, 54, 60, and dolls 64 also generally may be referred to as 
a "body" of each device. 

In Fig. 18, a language learning system according to another embodiment of the 
invention is shown generally at 68. Language learning system 68 typically includes a 
substrate 70 configured to attach to blocks 74 and/or one or more wheel shaped selectors 72. 
Wheel shaped selectors 72 are typically similar in appearance to selectors 14 previously 
described, and include an understructure configured to releasably mate with the projections 
71 of substrate 70. Alternatively, wheel-shaped selectors 72 may include a lip configured to 
releasably mate with projections 71. Although blocks 74 are pictured only with letters for 
simplicity, it will be appreciated that blocks 74 typically include characters 42, and have an 
appearance similar to blocks 50 described above. Blocks 74 also include projections 76 and 
corresponding voids formed in hollow tubes 78, which are configured to mate in order to 
allow the blocks to be stacked. The user may stack the blocks, as shown, or position them 
alongside each other to form a word, as shown. 

Fig. 21 shows another embodiment of a disk-shaped selector 80 (or simply disk 80) 
for use in a language learning system according to the present invention. Disk-shaped 
selector 80 typically includes a wheel having letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols, 
such as wheel 14a described above, and a cover 82. Cover 82 includes a selection pane or 
opening 84 typically sized to enable a user to view one letter 46, character 42, and 
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pronunciation symbol 40 at a time on selector 14a. Cover 82 also includes a hole 86 through 
which a knob or fastener 88 may be placed to secure the cover to the underlying selector, as 
shown in Fig. 22. Once secured, the selector may be rotated relative to the cover 82 to 
enable a user to view different letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols through 
selection opening 84. 

Fig. 23 shows a language learning system according to another embodiment of the 
invention generally indicated at 90. Language learning system 90 typically includes a 
framework 92 of tracks 94 within which disk-shaped selectors 80a-80e may be slid by a 
user. Disk-shaped selectors 80a-80e are similar to disk-shaped selector 80 shown in Figs. 
21-22, and have wheels corresponding to Wheels 1-6, described above. The user typically 
slides the disk-shaped selectors around as necessary to form a word on a row of framework 
92. For example, the word PLANT is shown spelled across the bottom row of framework 
92. 

Fig. 24 shows a cone shaped selector 100 for use in another embodiment of a 
language learning system according to the present invention. Cone-shaped selector 100 
typically includes a lower cone 102 having the same letters, characters, and pronunciation 
symbols as wheel 14a, described above. Cone-shaped selector 102 also has a cone-shaped 
cover 104 having an selection pane or opening 106 formed therein. As shown in Fig. 25, the 
cone shaped selector also typically includes a knob or fastener 108 configured to enable a 
user to turn the lower cone 102 relative to the cover 104. As the user turns the knob, the user 
can selective position a column of associated letters 46, characters 42, and pronunciation 
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symbols 40 with the selection pane or opening 106. 

Fig. 26 shows a language learning system according to another embodiment of the 
invention generally at 110. System 110 typically includes an arrangement surface 112 on 
which a plurality of protrusions 1 14a-l 14g are formed. These protrusions are also labeled 1- 
5 6, corresponding to the sets 1-6 of letters, characters, and pronunciation symbols found on 
Wheels 1-6. Typically cone-shaped selectors (such as 100a) with the letters, characters, and 
pronunciation symbols of the appropriate set 1-6 are placed thereon. A user may select 
□ desired cone-shaped selectors with appropriate symbols and arrange these cone-shaped 

selectors along the row of protrusions 1 1 6, to thereby form a word, 
lft! As shown in Figs. 27-29, a language learning system is shown according to another 

l " embodiment of the invention generally at 120. System 120 includes cone-shaped selectors 
lOOa-lOOg, which are similar to the cone-shaped selectors described above, but are provided 
01 with flat tops, such that they are stackable. The user may select desired letters, characters, 
r " and pronunciation symbols on each cone-shaped selector, and then stack the selectors in 
15 groups 124 to form words 122. 

It will be understood that the various language learning devices described above may 
be used in conjunction with computerized learning device 24, shown in Fig. 2. The 
computerized learning device may be configured to connect to a global computer network to 
share information with other computerized learning devices. In addition, the blocks of Figs. 
20 10-12, vessels of Figs. 13-14, cards of Figs. 15 and 20, dolls of Figs. 16-19, disks of Figs. 
21-23, and cones of Figs. 24-29 may be equipped with position sensors linked via infrared 
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or other link to computerized learning device 24. The computerized learning device may be 
configured to sense the position of the various articles and determine that the user has 
correctly (or incorrectly) spelled a word. The computerized learning device may also be 
equipped to respond in other ways as the user positions the blocks, vessels, cards, dolls, 
disks, cones, etc., for example, by offering suggestions or feedback to the user in graphical 
or audio form. The computerized learning device may also be configured with a timer or 
clock to track the user's time in spelling a word. 

The above-described embodiments of the present invention enable a user to learn the 
pronunciation of a letter by associating it with the pronunciation of a name of a character, 
rather than learning the pronunciation of the letter by itself. This manner of learning is both 
enjoyable and effective, and may be used by both children and adults alike to assist in the 
acquisition of a new language. 

While the present invention has been particularly shown and described with 
reference to the foregoing preferred embodiments, those skilled in the art will understand 
that many variations may be made therein without departing from the spirit and scope of 
the invention as defined in the following claims. The description of the invention should 
be understood to include all novel and non-obvious combinations of elements described 
herein, and claims may be presented in this or a later application to any novel and non- 
obvious combination of these elements. Where the claims recite "a" or "a first" element 
or the equivalent thereof, such claims should be understood to include incorporation of 
one or more such elements, neither requiring nor excluding two or more such elements. 
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